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PHOTOGRAPHY EXHIBITION 


Stephane Couturier Photographs: Urban Archeology 
June 5-August 11, 1999 in gallery 105. Admission free. 

Large color prints make art of European construction sites in a photographer’s Cleveland debut. 
Museum hours: Tues.-Sun, 10:00-5:00, Wed. andFri. 10:00-9:00 


Think of a photograph of Paris. What comes to mind? A tourist posed in front of the Eiffel 
Tower? A sweeping view of the river Seine? A grand vista punctuated by the Notre Dame 
cathedral or the Arc de Triomphe? Now take a look at a photograph of Paris by Stephane 
Couturier: half-poured walls of concrete, piles of dirt, colorful tangles of wire and pipe, 
fragments of centuries-old stonework juxtaposed against flat planes of modem metal and 
glass. Over the past five years, Couturier has created a remarkable series titled Urban Ar- 
cheology, from which eight very large large (40 x 50-inch) color prints will be on view at the 
Cleveland Museum of Art from June 2 to August 1 1 . 1999. Admission is free. 

Couturier has been photographing European cities for more than 20 of his 41 years, 
and, while his color photographs highlight the architecture of European cities— primarily Paris 
(his home), Dresden, and Berlin — they do so from a unique point of view. He is fascinated 
by construction sites, places that are in the midst of change, with layers of history as well as 
layers of visual detail. Like an archeologist, he searches the cities for multilayered urban 
collages created in the process of demolition and constmction. The places he has recorded, 
Couturier says, exist between the past and the future: “Some parts are sliding away and 
dying, others are flourishing and growing. I look at the city as an evolving organism.” 

He avoids obvious compositional hierarchy, and none of the photographs’ visual 
elements is given disproportionate prominence. In the end, the photographs function as 
records of real settings, but even more as aesthetic expressions. 

Couturier accomplishes this with a straightforward but painstaking process. Choosing 
an unobstructed vantage point, the photographer aims his 4 x 5-inch view camera toward the 
site, carefully framing the composition. He favors a lens with a small aperture and long focal 
length to achieve a "flattened” effect, with objects in the foreground and background com- 
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pressed toward each other into the same picture plane. He chooses times of little or no human activity, 
patiently waits for the perfect moment of light, then makes one or two exposures. His crisp transparen- 
cies are made into monumental Cibachrome prints with the assistance of a lab technician. 

Curator of Contemporary Art and Photography Tom E. Hinson, who organized the exhibition, 
describes his experience of Couturier’s work: 

Upon viewing these enormous images, one is struck by the vast array of visual informa- 
tion contained in Couturier’s precisely composed pictures. By zooming in on a concrete 
wall or network of steel girders, Couturier produces intriguing abstractions. Balance and 
harmony arise, despite the sites’ disparate components and clutter by way of Couturier’s 
thoughtful cropping and awareness of such unifying features as similar colors or shapes. 

His mesmerizing details and intriguing subject matter capture layers of human effort and 
life. 


Bom in 1957, Couturier lives in Paris. He makes his living photographing architecture in a more 
conventional manner (as determined by his clients). His creative work has been shown extensively in 
France and has been published widely, but until recently has been little-known in the United States. This 
exhibition is the first Cleveland showing of his photographs. 
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